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Mobility Networks Seminar 1 – notes on discussion of first paper


The changing economic, social and political context of different modes of transportation

Mobility Networks Seminar 1

27th September 2001, University of Leeds

Delegates:

John Adams, UCL

Jo Guiver, ITS, University of Leeds

Juliette Jain, Lancaster University 

Peter Jones, Transport Studies Group, University of Westminster

Ann Jopson, Institute for Transport Studies (ITS), University of Leeds

Rob Noland, Imperial 

Paul Rosen, York University

Amanda Root, Warwick Business School

Steve Stradling, Transport Research Institute (TRI), Napier University

Paul Upham, Manchester Metropolitan University

John Urry, Department of Sociology, Lancaster University

Three background papers had been provided in advance of the seminar, 

· Mobility and Proximity, John Urry; 

· Project on Environmentally Sustainable Transport (EST), The Economic and Social Implications of Sustainable Transportation, Proceedings from the Ottawa Workshop, OECD 

· Daily Motorised Mobility, Peter Jones, Report prepared for the ECMT 102nd Round Table. 

The seminar discussion focused on each of these papers in turn after an introduction by John Adams.

EST

John Adams started this discussion with an outline of his work for the OECD looking at environmental sustainability options. It was suggested that environmental sustainability means the use of less energy and hence less CO2 output. Canada and 7 Western European (but not the UK) countries were involved in the project. Scenarios were developed for discussion in the project, business as usual, technical fix, demand restraint and a combination of the last two. The later was picked as a compromise between the technical fixers and the demand restraint advocates.

A historical graph suggests we are moving from hypomobility to hypermobility (5 miles per day in 1950 to 60 in 2025). It does not matter how people travel if people are travelling that much more. The consequences will be:

· A more polarised society/disparity

· More dispersed society

· More anonymity

· A less child-friendly environment

· McCulture

· More danger for those not in cars (as a result of greater speed)

· People will be obese and unfit

· More crime

· Orwellian policy

· Less democratic

1959 was the median year for community involvement. More retributive justice since then is associated with decline in involvement.

Mobility and Proximity

Need to put social back into study of travel. Social study is more thoroughly grounded in space and time than economic analysis.

Fewer people know their neighbours, but more people know distant others. How does this affect social capital?

The golden age of optimum mobility is unsustainable. What amount of mobility is good? How do we decide who should/should not be co-present with whom?  Numerous obligations (of varying severity for each decision) to be co-present; legal/economic, familial, social, time, place, live, object. Visual communication cannot be replaced by non-face to face communication; it is essential to communicate to “repairing” relationships.

However, there is change over time in what it means to be with other people as a result of computer technology. Virtual travel. Computer development is now like the motor industry was in 1900.

Putnam claims solo television watching, even in bars, is the culprit for social disintegration, not travel. But could it be the solution to hypermobility?

It was suggested that mobility encourages people to get out and meet their neighbours, this is especially so where children and dogs are involved. In transient neighbourhoods, people must get out to meet, else they would become isolated. The US was cited as an example of this. The UK was said to be generally less transient (although there are regional differences), so people tend not to get out and meet others. People sit indoors watching TV on their own (or just with immediate family). But travel and meeting facilitates cultural exchange which is good on the basis that it promotes understanding and keeps societies/neighbourhoods vibrant. The evidence that television is the culprit was questioned. People could be reading books and additionally, watching television is not a reflection of mobility. People could be highly mobile and have many distant contacts, but be too shy to go out and meet the neighbours. Plus, it was contested that lack of mobility did not always stop people meeting their neighbours and prevent community spirit, for example in densely populated urban areas, where children may play in the street and gardens/yards are small enough to facilitate conversations between neighbours, or in rural communities, where everybody knows everybody, although the presence of rich, ex-urban commuters is weakening some such communities. 

The choice of face to face meetings by those who have the choice affects the networks of those who have less choice. 

Support networks over distance facilitated by technology. Hence, not knowing neighbours may not be a problem at an individual level, but it is likely to be at a societal level. The ‘cosy’, walking city can be oppressive, particularly for young people.

Virtual communications, be they e-mail between friends, or business related communication at work often lead to an obligation to meet face to face. Exactly what co-presence is was questioned. You can co-act by telephone, but not have physical co-presence. Mobile communication also facilitates private action in public spaces, just as you can withdraw (e.g. read a book) in public space. Does lack of mobility necessarily make you isolated? It was noted that the most physically mobile (by motorised mode) are also the most electronically mobile – i.e. both cost money! But why the emphasis on proximity? Solitude is just as important. Plus, travel to meet people and fulfil obligations to meet can provide solitude along the way, especially in the car as a solo driver.

It was noted that communities where people are least able to travel, tend to be the most inward looking, which contributes to social problems. People need travel to improve horizons. Depression feeds off of depression. A paper by Andrew Church suggests that transport does not solve spatial problems. People travelling outside of an area does not automatically solve problems of social deprivation. It was countered that whilst this is true, people do need aspiration from outside to help motivate improvement. 

What is the community here? Car ownership equals membership of a club – hence, 17 year olds wanting a car.  Implication that if you do not have a car, you are nothing, you are excluded. However, it was noted that some people (all be it a minority) choose not to have a car. Although, these people tend to have a strong sense of identity. This implies that group membership has little influence on their sense of being and nor has material possession. However, such people may gain identity by being ‘different’ and they could express their wealth through other possessions (houses, gadgets etc). For instance, car ownership is less important in London. This suggests that it is wealth (and hence employment and level of) that is the key. The benefits of not owning a car need to be sold! For example, those who can afford a taxi home at the end of an evening out can stay later than those who need to catch the last bus if there are no night buses. Thus, those on lower incomes are excluded to some extent. Where ability to afford a car is marginal, it could be contested that not owning it, and releasing the money to be spent on socialising, could help to reduce an individual’s exclusion. It should be noted here, that some of these arguments may not hold true in a rural area, where access to jobs, facilities and contacts may be limited where alternatives to the car are not adequate to meet all travel needs.

Finally it was suggested that we get away from transport for a while. We should cherish local social patterns.

Motorised Traffic

· Policy shown to be unpredictable, with events like Hatfield, the fuel crisis and 11th Sept disrupting aims.  

· 10 Year plan unlikely to be workable.

· Car traffic growth - km growth rather than vehicles.  

· The possibilities for long distance travel have been enabled through policy eg construction of motorways etc.

· Public transport more expensive than motoring, which has remained stable.

· Peak traffic levels have spread but there could be a reversion to peak.  

· Urban areas have seen the most increase in road traffic on minor roads, whereas in rural areas this has been on major roads.  

· Land use adapts to traffic infrastructure - eg developments around M25

· Cars are an issue because

· Externalities are negative - accidents and pollution

· Business - congestion

· Public - car not a problem but a victim eg affect of air quality.

· Benefits of alternative to car - time use/management, fitness

· Car benefits - freedom, convenience, ease and economy.

· Different ways of reducing car impact

· Eco driving - amend vehicle and driving behaviour

· Eco travelling - modal shift, activity substitution, trip consolidation.

· Policy has to think carefully around social response - eg problems with time exclusions, activity substitution, etc, can shift when journeys are made, deliveries to home can be more than individual journeys etc, in home energy consumption could be greater than in collective office.

·  Various carrot and stick policy options, but demand investment into good public transport policy, as in continental examples - Amsterdam, Hamburg, Munich and Vienna

Discussion following 

1. How to motivate change in travel behaviour (away from car)?

· Fuel restriction motivates but cost doesn’t. What other ways of rationing could be considered?  A visual signal could be enough to raise awareness about fuel consumption, which incorporates social psychology concepts of ‘fast feedback’ changing behaviour.  This may teach the unaware.  An example was given that coin operated pay phones may reduce the time spent on the phone. 

· Higher speed increases fuel consumption, therefore speed restrictions could benefit this and reduce the trip length as journeys take more time.  This would require consideration about the culture of speed and speed enforcement measures.  In vehicle speed limitors are one possibility.  Motorways have increased speed.  

· Cost of travel is interpreted in different ways, especially as individual motorists are not subject to costs to society or environment at point of travel.  Hence some view the cost of motoring not being high enough.  Cost-benefit-analysis has been applied to noise for instance, but not the social consequences of car travel.  The emphasis in the past has been about reducing travel costs to enable greater access to mobility (ie car travel).  However there are other costs – ‘the hassle factor’, the physical and cognitive effort and worry in travel that are influential in modal choice.  

· Travel skills – driving has become easier, as the road designed has reduced the difficulty, therefore other modes are considered more complicated.  Arising from this is the problem of road safety, as drivers are not kept alert.  (This is also a problem for air pilots.)  So ease has increased speed/distance and desirability, but has a negative effect on road safety.

· Routine/non-routine journeys – what differences do these make?  What are the navigation systems that people use eg motorway service stations or junction numbers?  Travel information via home computers has the potential for removing the mystery at the other end, so that public transport can be re-visioned to remove journey uncertainty, but this needs major investment.  How is policy making this realistic, and what are the problems?  Arguably it would cost less to provide this type of parallel infrastructure than the amount of money spent on road infrastructure.  

· Car as individual status remains a barrier to modal change.  This is also embedded in political discourse.  The status is of freedom to travel anywhere, and research indicates that many of those without a car do desire one to improve their quality of life.  Concern that many initiatives from planners have an adversarial tone, with the motivation to get everyone out of their cars.  

· But are people willing to give up the flexibility of locational choice offered with car travel, eg schools, restaurants etc?  Many social networks are maintained by car travel – family, students etc – that have a disparate patterns that go beyond just suburban sprawl.  Difficult to envisage ‘going back’ to pre-car lifestyles, although mechanisms around land use planning could help in small ways.

2. What would change attitude to the car, as possibly the 11 September has for air travel?

· Oil restriction.  Urban infrastructure would have to redesign itself around other (new) travel patterns.  The car growth took place in the existing infrastructure therefore it could accommodate the reversal.  However the convenience of the car would be less reversible.

· Layout of infrastructure is central.  Areas can be fragmented around car travel, and worst case scenarios are seen in some US cities.  One suggestion is that walking needs to be the focus, which aids social interaction, therefore urban design should move away from traffic flows.  However examples of new urban developments such as Poundbury in Dorset (Prince of Wales’ initiative) do not exclude cars, even though they aspire to traditional understandings of community.  Current Uk policy on urban regeneration beneficial but needs to incorporate other social issues so that lifecycle changes are accommodated.   

· Travel is embedded into multiple factors that include the social, political, cultural, technological, etc, therefore policy should not concentrate on single factors.  However, this increases the complexity of thinking through solutions.

2nd afternoon discussion

Paul Upham outlined the current issues in international aviation, economic, technological social and political, these included changes in legislation, the rise of low cost airlines, practices at airports and environmental concerns. This lead to discussion of the environmental damage caused by contrails, but how their avoidance, by flying lower, could increase the emissions of CO2 gasses.

John Adams said the aviation industry was far behind or in a different mindset from the transportation planners. The anxieties of road planners are not impacting on aviation’ in their awareness and response to environmental and social costs of travel. They were still at the state of ‘predict and provide’, while their activities were not only unenvironmental themselves but also contributed to some of the excesses of hypermobility he had detailed earlier including the spread of ‘McCulture’ and the excessive environmental and social impact of tourists on localities. The availability of flights also permitted transnational entities to exert their power.

The discussion then explored the similarities of flying with other forms of public transport, which were often seen as unacceptable to the very people who readily use air travel. Several participants identified the connotations of status and wondered how it could be linked to more sustainable forms of travel. Could really expensive cycles be used to express status and identity instead of cars? Could carlessness  be considered ‘cool’? Here a distinction was made between carlessness through choice and because of lack of money. Steve Stradling suggested that as other modes were seen as conferring status or not according to how much they cost, perhaps car travel should be made cheaper and so lose status. However, it was felt that cars offered too many possibilities of displaying status, it was unlikely that car travel could be ‘disconnected’ from status.

Amanda Root brought up the very real pleasures and benefits experienced by accessing far-away places by air and whether these should be denied to people in parts of the world just gaining the affluence to afford flights. There was consensus that ‘pulling up the ladder’ was not sociably equitable, but that the problems caused by air travel should not be ignored because of inequalities. Rationing was one solution suggested, with maybe everyone being allowed one flight (preferably return) a year.

The group then discussed the consequences of the terrorist attack in USA on September 11th. Peter Jones pointed out that the last 15 months had brought several transport crises in succession: the Hatfield crash and subsequent rail disruption, the fuel protest of the previous September and now the suspension and then reduction in transatlantic air travel, and, as Steve Stradling mentioned, none of these were included in the models. XX said the events of September 11th had speeded up plans to invest in high-speed rail in USA.

There was speculation that the events might have shaken the assumption that there is a right to movement. Several members of the group reflected on how travel plans had been changed or affected by the vents and wondered whether it would change patterns of participation and governance. Again rationing was discussed as an alternative to pricing restraints.

xx thought the change of mood might make some people more open to accepting the warnings about global climate change and so lead to more measures to reduce travel. Also if the current crisis threatened oil supplies there would be attempts to reduce dependence upon oil.

Peter Jones queried whether there might be a more profound effect from changes to the urban form, with a move away from tower blocks and centres which could possibly be targeted towards either smaller centres or less dense urban land-use. 

John Adams showed an OHP demonstrating the link between transport and GDP and questioned whether they could be 'decoupled'. He explained that it was to be expected that freight transport should expand and contract with GDP as the volume of goods produced, consumed and transported was a function of GDP, but that personal travel was also linked to affluence. Steve Stradling suggested that we should look for the changes that benefited the wealthy to predict future trends. John Adams also discussed the effect of changing demographic patterns and predicted that the world birth rate was about to decline as more women in developing countries followed patterns that had emerged in the West by reducing the number of children they had and delaying starting families.

There was discussion about the unpredicted effects of developments and policy measures. Peter Jones talked about how barriers to car use, such as road pricing and parking restrictions, could result in a car being used more intensively by different members of the household once it was not being used for commuting. This argument favoured park and ride schemes because they 'locked up' the car for the day. Another example was given of home deliveries, which could result in more mileage for the goods if they were used for small amounts. John Urry stressed the importance of other artefacts and social arrangements in any changes of travel patterns, eg the deep freeze for enabling large fortnightly shopping trips to a supermarket.
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